CHAPTER   VII

HOW,   DURING   THE   MIDDLE   AGES,  A
FRENCH  CIVILIZATION  TOOK  SHAPE

Middle Ages was not a dark and barbarous period between

itwo sliining ones, antiquity and die Renaissance, On the contrary,
the civilization of die Middle Ages was a groat civilization, one
of those which bestowed upon a man a moral and social equilibrium, one
of those which also gave birdi to the greatest works of art of the West.
Of course Athens, Rome, Byzantium and Alexandria had in earlier
times achieved a standard of culture to which Paris of the twelfdi century
could lay no claim, but the old civilizations, in order to produce more
fruit, needed to have fresh stock grafted on to them. The originality
of French medieval civilization lay in melting and moulding Mediter-
ranean and Barbarian elements. French civilization is a 'fringe' civiliza-
tion. All die fresh flowerings of mankind have taken place in areas
broadly open to differing influences. Classical Greece blossomed on the
fringe of die European and Asiatic worlds. France oil her Mediterranean
coast was in intimate contact widi die Greek, Roman and Byzantine
worlds; on die Atlantic coast widi the Scandinavian Vikings; along the
Pyrenees widi Islam; along the Rhine with die Barbarians. This mixture
saved her, as Fo9illon puts it, from the eternal provincialism of central
Europe. As early as the tendi century, but especially in the twelftll, there
began a French renaissance the ideas and the arts of which were to spread
out over all Europe.

The diffusion of a culture throughout Europe was, dicn, all the easier
because die Church constituted a sort of community of peoples, imposing
Latin upon them as a universal language and bringing about die accept-
ance by all of beliefs substantially unchallenged. In France as in England
or in Germany, as in Spain or in Italy, the Middle Ages were above all
an age of faith. A Frenchman of die twelfdi century had no doubts about
the meaning of this life. He believed that God had created die world as it
is recounted in the Bible; that men were put on earth in order to work
out dieir salvation; that on the day of the Last Judgment, some would be
damned, others would be saved. He had a great fear of eternal damnation;
he was ready, in order to escape it, faithfully to practise his religion, to go
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